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Introduction 
Food refusal is part of normal toddler development due to an innate ability to self-regulate energy intake and the onset of neophobia1. Parents  
tend to perceive this ‘fussy’ stage as inherently problematic and their ‘fussy’ child as difficult to feed.  Anecdotal evidence suggests parents have 
a strong desire to raise a child who is a ‘good eater’.  Ironically, concerns that a child is not eating enough may prompt use of coercive feeding 
practices which ignore a child’s own hunger and satiety cues, promoting overeating and overweight.  The aim of this analysis was to define the 
characteristics of the ‘good eater’ using latent variable structural equation modelling and its relationship with maternal perception of her child as 
a fussy eater.  
Methods 
Participants: 332 mother-child dyads from the control group of 
NOURISH2, a randomised controlled trial evaluating an 
intervention to promote positive early feeding practices and the 
observational South Australian Infants Dietary Intake study 
(SAIDI).  
 
Inclusion criteria: healthy infants >37 weeks gestation;  no 
diagnosis that may affect normal feeding and growth.  
 
Study design: Cross-sectional 
 
Data collection: Child weight was measured by trained study staff 
when children were aged 12-16 months. A self-administered 
questionnaire assessed demographics, food refusal and food 
fussiness (Box 1, questions used previously3).  Child intake was 
measured using a single 24-hour recall. 
 
Statistical analysis: Weight-for-age z-scores were calculated using 
WHO standards4. Daily gram intake of each core food group and 
discretionary choices were determined using FoodWorks.  Fussy 
eating and child behaviour were characterised using maternal 
response to questions in Box 1. Maternal perception of her child 
as a fussy eater was defined by combining the responses ‘very 
picky’ and ‘somewhat picky’ to represent ‘fussy’ and ‘not picky’ and 
‘not sure’ as ‘not fussy’. Logistic regression was used to determine 
what maternal or child characteristics (including child behaviour 
and food intake) predicted maternal perception of her child as a 
fussy eater. Significant predictors (p ≤ .05) were then combined in 
a structural equation model using AMOS to represent the 

























Toddlers displaying characteristics of a ‘good eater’ are not 
perceived as fussy, but these characteristics, especially higher 
WAZ, may be undesirable in the context of obesity prevention.  
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Maternal perception of her child as a fussy eater: One-third of 
mothers think their child is a fussy eater (30%; 95%CI: 25%-35%). 
Four aspects of child behaviour (Box 1) and WAZ predicted 
mother’s perception of her child as a fussy eater; x2(9) = 109.36, 
p< .001, R2 = .29 (Cox and Snell), .41 (Nagelkerke).  The amount 
of any food group eaten by the child on the day on the 24-hour 
recall was unrelated to mothers’ perception.    
 
The ‘good eater’: These five variables were then used to create 
the construct of the ‘good eater’ using AMOS.  The model shown 
in Figure 1, met the assumption of multivariate normality and was 
an acceptable fit (x2/df=2.50, GFI=.98, RMSEA=.07(.02-.12), 
PCLOSE=.23, CFI=.96, SRMR=.04).   The ‘good eater’ is 
represented by a child with higher WAZ, that hardly ever refuses 
food, hardly ever refuses familiar food, allows their mother to 
determine how much they eat and is willing to eat unfamiliar 
foods.  When maternal perception was added, model fit 
decreased (x2/df=3.26, GFI=.97, RMSEA=.08(.05-.12), 
PCLOSE=.05, CFI=.94, SRMR=.05).  The construct ‘good eater’ 
was inversely associated with maternal perception of her child as 








Do you think your child is a picky or fussy eater?   
          Very picky, Somewhat picky, Not picky, Not sure 
 
Child behaviour: 
How often does your child refuse food?   
          Very often, Often, Sometimes, Hardly ever 
 
Does your child ever refuse food they usually eat? 
          Hardly ever, Yes 
 
How willing is your child to eat unfamiliar foods?  
          Very willing, Willing, Neutral, Unwilling, Very unwilling 
 
Who decides how much food your child eats – you or your child?                                                                            
           You only, Mostly you, You and your child equally, Mostly            
your child, Your child only   
           
Characteristic Mean (sd) % (n) 
Age at assessment (months) 13.8 (1.3) 
Weight-for-age z-score at assessment 
 
.58 (.86) 
Male gender 49 (165) 
 
Age of mother at child’s birth (n=330) 30.3 (5.0)  
Mothers with a university education 58 (193) 
Maternal perception of child as a fussy eater (n=330) 
 
Fussy: 30 (98) 
Table 1:  Characteristics of mothers and toddlers (N=332) 





Parents want their child to be a ‘good eater’.  This analysis has 
taken a poorly defined ideal and shown what characteristics 
mothers are actually using to inform their perception of their child 
as a fussy eater.  It seems actual food intake of the child is 
irrelevant. Toddlers who are heavier – consistent with the notion 
that a ‘chubby baby is a happy baby’5 - and hardly ever refuse 
food represent the ‘good eater’.  Consequently, toddlers displaying 
these characteristics are not perceived as fussy by their mother.  If 
mothers perceive food refusal in the leaner child as undesirable 
(despite the child being a healthy weight), this has implications for 
her use of coercive feeding practices and maintaining children’s 
ability to self-regulate energy intake. 
 
 
Figure 1:  Structural equation model showing the construct of the ‘good eater’ 
and it’s relationship with maternal perception of her child as a fussy eater 
